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For Joan and Michael




‘The more the people suffer, the more they vote for those who make them suffer’

Eduardo Galeano




Part One




I.

Martin

IT’S NOT THAT I HATE MY THERAPIST. Not exactly. If I’m honest with you (which doesn’t come naturally), she doesn’t inspire such extremes of emotion. ‘I find her fatally tedious’ would be more accurate. A jolly little dumpling of a woman: round face, round body and cheeks like a hamster on a particularly nutritious seed binge. I always thought therapists were meant to be removed and emotionally detached. But Mrs Buster (‘Please call me Joanne,’ she tells me repeatedly. ‘Mrs Buster makes me feel so old!’) is quite the opposite. She laughs easily, bosom wobbling. Her eyes go glassy when I say something she finds moving.

‘That’s very moving, Martin,’ she says, in case I haven’t noticed how moved she is.

Every week, she opens the door and greets me with such enthusiasm I don’t know how to respond. No one has ever been this delighted to see me, not even my own mother. Certainly not her.

If you’re new around here, you might not remember my mother. Lord knows, I try my hardest to forget. The late Sylvia Gilmour disapproved of any uncontrolled expression of joy. My mother taught me early on that life was meant to be endured and, if possible, mocked. To revel in any part of one’s shuffle through this mortal coil was to get ideas above one’s station. The fact that my father died before I was born – slipping in the icy street one night in December, triggering a fatal haemorrhage – was proof that she was right. She told me frequently how inconvenient it was to be abandoned in this way and how much she had sacrificed to ensure I was fed and clothed and educated. Life was not fun for Sylvia. Life was simply to be got through.

Joanne Buster, by contrast, is naively optimistic about the world. She wears bright jumpers and patterned skirts and has an all-season penchant for a wedge espadrille – the kind with ankle ribbons that dig into her flushed skin. Her therapy room is – like her personality – light and bland, the walls painted magnolia. The pictures on the wall are indeterminate seascapes, designed to be inoffensive and appeal to as many uncritical eyes as possible. The books, too, have been carefully chosen to give an impression of both professional competence and personal approachability. The colour-coded pastel spines reveal such engrossing titles as Why You Should Never Give Up, Who Am I, Really?, 33 Rules for a Life Well Lived and Love Is Not Always Enough.

‘You have to stay in the present, Martin,’ she will say, earrings jingle-jangling. She tends to talk in italics. ‘You have to be kind to yourself. It’s not the destination that counts, it’s the journey. Self-love is everything. The antidote to shame is sharing. Vulnerability is strength, Martin.’

I don’t tell her that every time she says ‘self-love’, I think of masturbation. Come on, it crossed your mind too, didn’t it? Or that when she slings one of these banal aphorisms in my general direction, my intestines shrivel with cringe. No, I keep the real stuff hidden. That’s what I’m writing this for. And what, you might reasonably ask, is ‘this’, exactly? A testimonial? A memoir written in the present? A diary? A clever literary device? I don’t really know, but whatever happens, please, for the love of all that is sacred, let it not be a journal. We have, as my students might say, reached ‘peak journal’. Every time I wander into Ryman I trip over a faux-leather-bound gratitude notebook marketed by a wellness millionaire. But Joanne loves a journal. She says noting down one’s indulgent non sequiturs at the end of every day is ‘good for your mental health’. She is clammy with enthusiasm at the thought of my writing this and, as our sessions are ending soon, I thought I might as well throw her a bone. So here we are.

I don’t know how Joanne would cope if I told her to her face that I’m fundamentally repellent. Unlovable even by my own shoddy standards and incapable of loving others. I had a lot of affection for Lucy, my ex-wife, but to say it was ever anything stronger than that would be pushing it. The only friend I ever possessed betrayed me and, for years, I wished for nothing so assiduously as Ben Fitzmaurice’s downfall.

No.

I don’t tell her this.

I don’t tell her that I find her silly or that she frequently enrages me with her inability to grasp even the slenderest filaments of what might be described as ‘the point’. I don’t let on that her appearance fills me with mild disgust or that I could get most of what she says from Pinterest. Because at the same time as I hold her in the deepest contempt, I also … well, how can I say this? I quite … like her? It’s bizarre. Her cheerful nature is so dementedly simple. There’s no other side to her. Unlike me. I am all sides. A hall of mirrors in human form.

‘You’re like smoke, LS,’ Ben had said to me once, walking through Cambridge Market Square, arm slung across my shoulders. He called me Little Shadow. LS for short. Because I was always there, but unobtrusively so. ‘You take many forms, don’t you, mate?’ He slapped my chest with his free hand. I flinched, then smiled to disguise the flinching. I remember he was wearing my favourite of his rugby shirts, the collar turned up.

‘You can get everywhere – under doors, through window cracks – and then you just slip away – poof! The magical mystery man.’

He meant it as a compliment. At least, that’s how I heard it back then. Now, I’m not so sure.

The truth is, I wouldn’t be here with call-me-Joanne if I hadn’t been forced to come. But the university is insistent I do twelve sessions in order to tackle what they obliquely term my ‘cultural sensitivity issues’, and so, here I find myself, every Wednesday afternoon at two-thirty, staring into Joanne Buster’s irrepressibly jovial face and trying as hard as I possibly can not to lose my temper.

‘So, Martin, what do you want to talk about today?’

Joanne is perched on the edge of her armchair, which is upholstered in a roseate velvet beloved of women who believe feminism has successfully reclaimed the colour pink. On Saturday, Joanne posted a photo on Instagram of a bottle of Prosecco cooling in an ice bucket in her back garden, captioned: ‘Bubbles & babes: getting ready for an evening with #thegirls’. The girls in question were not pictured, but I can imagine them: blonde highlights covering the perimenopausal greys. Chunky statement necklaces and pashminas purchased from museum gift shops. She doesn’t know I’ve found her private Instagram account. All it took was a bit of searching, then I set up a fake profile of my own, pretending to be a female therapist in her early forties, and she readily accepted my follow request.

‘Martin?’ She tries again. I realise I haven’t yet uttered a word.

‘Yes?’

‘Anything on your mind this week?’

‘Many, many things,’ I say.

Joanne laughs.

‘Great. What shall we start with?’

I exhale. My leg, involuntarily, begins to jiggle.

‘I suppose we might as well discuss the incident.’

Joanne nods.

‘Good. I’m glad you’re ready to go there.’

She clasps her doughy hands over one knee and waits.

‘It was such a ridiculous thing …’ I start.

And it really was. Allow me to catch you up, as the Americans say. I’ve been at the University of South Anglia for two years as an art history lecturer and it’s the first time anything like this has happened. I was teaching my regular module on Manet and the Post-Impressionists, clicking through the PowerPoint presentation as I had done dozens of times before. The students were the usual bunch of unimpressed freshers: meaty-faced gym boys and girls sporting velour tracksuits without irony. There were a couple of pale-faced, nervous-looking teenagers who wore their diligence like albatrosses around their necks. These were the ones who read the right books but never proffered an original thought.

The University of South Anglia – USA as it’s known colloquially (the founders presumably not having thought it through) – is one of those institutions bequeathed by New Labour’s insistence on giving almost everyone a higher education. We accepted BTECs and bad grades as long as the students were willing to pay, and as a result, we tended to attract the stupid rich. It was an awful place, really, with a grey brutalist campus built in the 1970s that was now starting to warp and buckle at the girders. Great chunks of concrete would fall off exterior walls with startling regularity but there was never any money for renovations.

Still, one had to make a living. The University of South Anglia was the only place that would accept me when I started applying for jobs. I had no teaching qualifications. I had been a newspaper art critic and pushed out two books because an agent asked me to. The first was a bestseller; the second didn’t sell at all but had gravitas (so often the way). I was desperate for money and my options were limited. Taking this job meant I could stay in Cambridge, which in turn meant I didn’t have to move out of my cottage, bought in an era when I had considerably more disposable income (thanks to regular installments of hush money from the Fitzmaurice family, I had built up a nice little nest egg). Back then, interest-only mortgages were being handed out like Jehovah’s Witnesses magazines. The cottage was wonky with sloping floors and persistent rising damp, but I was fond of it.

I was fond, too, of Cambridge, despite the memories it held for me. I haven’t told Joanne Buster what I’m about to confide in you, but that’s because we – you and I – don’t have to hold anything back from each other, do we? And some of you will already know that when I was an undergraduate at the real Cambridge University, my best friend Ben drunkenly got behind the wheel of a car and killed a girl called Vicky Dillane. I witnessed it all from the back seat. And I took the blame. Said I’d seen a fox and swerved to miss it. The breathalyser registered my sobriety and so it was case closed. The Fitzmaurices did a comprehensive job of sweeping the incident under the carpet, which included paying me off to keep me sweet.

For a few comparatively happy years, life had carried on in this manner. The family counted on my discretion and I foolishly believed my loyalty was being rewarded with something like love. But at Ben’s fortieth birthday party, my wife and I were unceremoniously dumped: cast overboard like sacks of grain from a sinking boat. Our faithful retainership was no longer required, we were told. Ben would be standing for political office and needed to tidy up inconvenient loose ends, of which I was one. When my wife (dear, loyal Lucy) defended me, it all became rather dramatic. Serena said something unforgivable about Lucy’s inability to have children and my wife lashed out. It was, admittedly, unfortunate that the lashing-out involved a champagne bottle making contact with Serena’s skull, but Lucy was extremely drunk and she went to rehab shortly thereafter to repent of her sins. After the briefest period of unconsciousness and a stint at a private hospital, Serena survived with merely the hint of a scar on her forehead.

The police questioned me about the unpleasantness and because I thought I had nothing left to lose, I told them about Vicky Dillane. I showed them what Ben Fitzmaurice was capable of. I had wanted love and proximity and the Fitzmaurices had offered only manipulation and toxicity in return. Any feelings they’d once had for me (or I for them) had dissolved like aspirin. It was over. I wanted nothing more than to destroy them. Or maybe I simply wanted to get their attention.

In any case, my plan didn’t work. Stupid of me to have thought the truth stood a chance. The Fitzmaurices did their usual thing. They pulled invisible strings and pressed the secret levers of power and scratched various backs and then chummily asked their friends the police to make it all go away in exchange for some generous financial assistance. That was that.

I haven’t spoken to Ben since.

A boring little story, if you think about it. The rich getting away with literal murder. A disposable oik ground into the dust by the Fitzmaurice heel. And so the world turns.

For a while, I nurtured my grudge like a pet, determined on seeking revenge. These days, although the knowledge of what they did to me is always present – the canvas upon which my every action is painted – I also try not to think about how much I wanted to be like them; of my own callow desperation. As I approach my fifties, I have discovered a talent for extreme compartmentalisation. If I keep the perimeter of my life small and rigorously guarded, I can almost convince myself I am normal. That my oddness – for I recognise it, now, as oddness – is imperceptible.

At USA, I am seen as a loner. The other members of staff are respectful from a distance and the students, for the most part, are manageable. As a lecturer, I’m a safe pair of hands: neither dull nor inspiring. I get the necessary information across. I do not draw attention to myself. I hide behind a certain remoteness of manner. I wear glasses and knitted ties and jackets with elbow patches and I deliberately cultivate the professorial stereotype. I can make myself disappear behind the two-dimensional imagery of a Renaissance fresco or Cubist portrait.

Art history allows you to do that.

On the day of The Incident, the lecture hall was stuffy and somnolent. It was a hot, late-spring day outside and the students were more apathetic than usual. I pressed the clicker. Manet’s portrait of his friend, the author Émile Zola, came up on screen. I gave my normal preamble.

‘… and you can see here, in Manet’s flatness of colour and static style, the influence of a certain orientalism on his art. You’ll note, I’m sure, in the background, a Japanese print of a wrestler by Utagawa Kuniaki II, and this is just one of the ways in which—’

A hand rose from the far end of the room. It belonged to a young man whose face was shielded by the peak of a Yankees baseball cap he had not bothered to remove for class. I paused, irritated by the interruption.

‘Yes?’

‘You can’t say that,’ Yankee-man said.

The student was sitting next to a window, sunlight hitting the glass with such force it was difficult to make out his face. I squinted. Slowly his features defined themselves: dark eyes, large nose, a beard so feeble it was an insult to the noun. The neck of his grey T-shirt was frayed and gaped to reveal a pearl necklace. A recent crop of male first years had started wearing jewellery – crucifix earrings and skull rings and silver bangles. The trend made me uncomfortable. It was tricky enough to know what gender anyone was these days without the added confusion.

‘I’m sorry, Mr … er …’ I scanned the roll call on my desk to try and identify his surname.

‘Jacob Malik-Edwards,’ he replied. ‘And yes, I do identify as male so it’s fine to call me “Mr”.’

Fuck’s sake, I thought, here we go.

‘Thank you so much for the clarification,’ I said, with exaggerated politeness. ‘Please, do continue. I’m in a state of high anticipation.’

‘You can’t say …’ He struggled for a few seconds. ‘Well … the word you used. It’s offensive.’

‘Which word?’

I wasn’t trying to be obtuse. I genuinely wondered what he meant.

‘The … O-word.’

The other students had fallen into alert silence. No shuffling of paper or stifled yawning or lacklustre tapping of laptop keys now. In the front row, a blonde girl had taken out her phone and was filming the exchange.

‘Could you put your phone away please?’ I said, pointing at her.

She scowled and laid it back on her desk.

‘Mr Malik-Edwards, I’m not clear—’

‘Look, dude—’

I smiled.

‘I’m afraid I don’t identify as dude.’

‘OK, whatever. Mr Gilmour, then. It’s the word you used to describe an Asian influence on this guy’s painting.’

The fact that he couldn’t even remember the artist’s name was aggravating.

‘Orientalism?’

The blonde girl gave a sharp intake of breath. The screen of her phone was active. I realised, too late, that she was still recording.

‘Yeah. That’s really offensive.’

‘In your opinion, maybe …’ I started.

‘No. It’s just wrong. You’re reducing an entire continent of different countries and people to a colonialist stereotype.’

‘Am I?’ I said. I looked at my accuser, slouched back against his chair. Not a hint that he was intimidated by my authority, negligible as it was.

He reminded me of every single boy at school who had ever made me feel inferior, who had looked at me and sneered at my wrongness from the first day of term. At Burtonbury, I had been the scholarship kid who turned up with the wrong kind of suitcase, the wrong shoes, the wrong jeans, the wrong hairstyle, the wrong way of speaking, the wrong way of being. I was the wrong kind of everything until I befriended Ben and the dazzle of his popularity cast its protective shadow over me. Temporarily, at least. Until I’d served my purpose. Until he’d decided his political career was more important than almost three decades of friendship. He’s in the cabinet now. Energy Secretary, no less! I can’t imagine he’s ever recycled a day in his life.

Back in the lecture hall, I felt a brisk tug of anger.

‘I think I’m best placed to know what I mean by using a certain term,’ I said.

The blonde girl in the front row snickered. I glared at her.

‘It’s racist,’ Jacob said.

‘I beg your pardon, Mr Malik-Edwards. That is a very serious accusation to be levelling.’

I tried to keep calm. I wanted to lunge across the room and throttle his scrawny neck but I held myself back. I should have said ‘Japonisme’, I thought, kicking myself. I was normally hyper-attuned to this kind of nuance. Typical that the one time I slipped up, I did it in front of an individual so woke his name crossed several cultural intersections. It was too late to apologise without admitting wrongdoing and running the risk of immediate dismissal by nervous university authorities. The other week they’d been forced to return a sizeable financial donation after the business magnate who’d given it had been accused of assuming the British-Jamaican female Professor of Cultural Studies was a tea lady.

‘I am not racist,’ I protested.

‘You might not realise you’re racist,’ Jacob countered. It was only now that he had the audacity to remove his baseball cap. ‘But, unconsciously, you’re part of an institutionally racist system.’

Smug little bastard.

‘Alright, Prince Harry,’ someone murmured from the back row. More snickering.

Jacob packed up his laptop and his textbooks and slung his rucksack over one shoulder before sauntering, with excruciating casualness, to the door. He turned back and looked me straight in the eye.

‘Do better,’ he said, before walking out.

Better than what? I wanted to shout after him.

The door swung shut behind him. I returned to the class. They were staring at me in a collective gape of amazement. The blonde girl had the grace to slip her phone back into her jacket pocket.

‘Would anyone else like to leave?’ I asked, every word tightly controlled. No one moved. ‘Right then. Back to Manet.’

I had hoped that would be the end of it, but it wasn’t. Jacob Malik-Edwards made an official complaint to the university chancellor and I was summoned to defend myself to my head of department, who spoke to me about the need for anti-racism training and reminded me of the necessary sensitivity to gender identification and the use of pronouns. The footage filmed by the blonde girl – who I later learned was called Blossom (of course) – had been posted on Snapchat and picked up by the local newspaper and then by one of the left-leaning nationals under the headline ‘University Lecturer in Race Row’. Jacob Malik-Edwards turned out to have a powerful barrister father who alluded to legal action. The university suspended me without pay, launched an investigation and issued a public statement saying that it had a zero-tolerance policy on racist language and actions, and that I was attending a twelve-week therapy course to teach me how, in the words of Jacob himself, to ‘do better’.

That really rankled.

So that’s why I find myself here, on an IKEA two-seater sofa in front of Joanne Buster. Doing better. Unless I manage to convince her she has cured me of my unlikeable traits and made me into a functioning citizen and exemplar of cultural woke-ness, I will lose my job.

‘… as I say, it was ridiculous but I do understand that I chose the wrong word and, on reflection, I could have handled it better.’

Joanne’s earrings start to swing as she nods.

‘Good, Martin. That’s really great you’re able to see how you might have altered your behaviour to achieve a different outcome.’

Christ, I think. The gradual creep of business-speak into everyday parlance is a particularly grating modern tendency. The other day I saw a bin on the street with ‘a solutions-focused approach to litter’ written on the side.

‘Mm,’ I say.

‘What might you have done differently, if you could live that moment again?’

I’m still thinking of the bin. I wonder why it’s happened, this talking so insistently of ‘impacting’ and ‘circling back’, as if we’ve all become template computer documents? Maybe it’s because of that awful television programme where cheap-suited, fake-tanned wannabes sit around a boardroom table and eviscerate each other’s moral character until one of them is elected President of the United States.

‘Martin?’

Joanne is looking at me expectantly. I drag her lumbering question from the depths of my recall. Ah yes. There it is. Nestling in the coal-dark of my consciousness like a piece of shiny plastic. What might I have done differently? Well, Joanne, I might never have been born, but I had no control over that. Birth is a non-consensual act of aggression on the part of our parents, given the world of pain we are subsequently born into.

‘I wouldn’t have used the offending word,’ is what I actually say. ‘And if, for whatever reason I had, I would have apologised straight away rather than go on the defensive.’

I don’t mean any of it, of course, but I know what she needs to hear.

‘Great,’ Joanne says and she is radiating a disarming sort of maternal pride. ‘That’s really great, Martin. And why is it, do you think, that you felt so defensive?’

‘He reminded me of the boys at school.’

For a split second, I think I didn’t speak the words out loud. But Joanne Buster has picked up the scent. She is suddenly less Labrador, more bloodhound.

‘Interesting.’ She tilts her head, trying to keep the excitement from her voice. ‘Say more.’

Dammit.

‘I went to a mediocre public school on a scholarship and I never fitted in. All the other boys seemed to know the rules. I attached myself to the most popular boy in my year. His name was – is, I should say – Ben. I became slightly obsessed with him and his family. I think I wanted them to adopt me. Not literally, of course, but metaphorically.’

‘OK. And your feelings for Ben developed?’

I look at her sharply.

‘As they would for any close friend.’

‘So … nothing more?’

‘I don’t know what you’re getting at.’

‘I’m sorry, Martin, I can see I’ve upset you. I want to remind you that this is a safe space with no judgement. I see many clients who struggle with feelings of repressed sexuality …’

‘Well, I’m not one of them.’

‘OK. I hear you.’

‘No. Well.’ I pause to try and marshal my thoughts, now slippery as fish. ‘As far as I know, we’re here to talk about a specific thing that happened and not my wider life and – and – or – feelings.’

I try to imbue the final word with as much contempt as I can muster.

Joanne is quiet for a long time. She just looks at me with a disconcerting gaze for the rest of the session and then says, ‘That’s us for today, Martin.’ She closes her notebook and stands, smoothing her brightly patterned skirt with her hands.

I am disappointed. I wanted something more, I realise. I wanted her to react, to push, to be angry or upset or to contradict me. I think of my ex-wife. Lucy was – is – a good person, but I find I don’t care about what I did to her. Why not? Why can’t I? I have a blank space where there should be … something. I suppose I’m jealous of those young students who can speak so freely about their identities and pronouns and fluidity. But I’m also furious with them. I resent how blinkered they are to their own enormous good fortune. They don’t know what it’s like to have no labels one can reach for to say, ‘This is me.’ Because I have never understood what I am.

Sometimes, when I’m on my own in the evening and staring at my reflection in the darkened glass of the kitchen window, I can’t see myself. And all of this is wrapped up in the person of Jacob Malik-Edwards and his Yankees baseball cap.

After therapy, I walk back home, convincing myself the fresh air will do me good. But the streets are filled with slow-moving tourists and I find myself having to step off the kerb at several junctures to loop past them. Cambridge has changed a lot since my day. More chain restaurants. A confusing one-way traffic system which relies on sliding bollards emerging out of the road like superannuated Daleks any time an illegal vehicle attempts to pass. The students look simultaneously younger and less carefree than Ben and I ever did. The advent of tuition fees has made them approach their degrees with the seriousness of corporate CEOs.

The centre of Cambridge is now overshadowed by a huge John Lewis, which I always feel rather depressed by. Today, the department store window is, as ever, the perfect display of the homogenisation of middle-class taste. There’s a striped deckchair, a watering can painted to resemble an old orange-hued Penguin paperback, and some prissy fake flowers. To one side, a female (admittedly, I don’t know her pronouns) mannequin has been dressed in cropped jeans, a T-shirt with ‘Bonjour!’ embroidered across the front and the same pair of espadrilles Joanne Buster was wearing.

By the time I slot my key in the cottage’s front door, I have been enveloped by a familiar feeling of greying lassitude. I know, from experience, that the best way to deal with this unfurling fog is to acknowledge its presence but not to get swallowed up by it. Distraction and numbness are the antidote. I pick up the Conservative Party leaflets and seed catalogues that have amassed on the doormat and walk straight through to the kitchen where I pour myself a double vodka with the lightest splash of tonic. It’s a relatively pleasant afternoon – cloudy with sparse wisps of sunshine – so I take myself, my post and my drink outside where I collapse into a striped deckchair bought from (where else?) John Lewis. I light a cigarette. I inhale deeply, allowing the nicotine to hit. A few years ago, I made the transition from Marlboro Golds back to Marlboro Reds. It was around the time that everyone else started vaping, a habit I consider irredeemably inelegant. Sucking on watermelon-flavoured pieces of plastic? Pathetic. I want the raw, dry wallop of strong tobacco and this is what I now get as I smoke myself into a pleasingly light-headed daze. My lids half stutter closed. I knock back the drink. I allow my thoughts to settle.

Better.

I light a second fag and allow my free hand to graze along the lawn, which needs mowing. I tell myself I’ll get around to it, although I won’t. There’s a whiskery nuzzle on my palm, followed by the licking of my wrist. The cat is, once again, claiming to be starving even though I fed him just a few hours ago. I caress the back of his head and stroke the length of his body in exaggerated sweeps right to the end of his tail. He starts to purr, the vibration strumming gently against my palm.

It took me a while to give the cat a name. He turned up as a stray one day and refused to leave. It was months before I realised he was a permanent fixture and years before I understood he was also the most faithful friend I’d ever had. It didn’t seem right to keep referring to him as Cat. So I gave him a name as a little joke to myself. I called him Maurice, short for Fitzmaurice.

‘Alright, Maurice?’ I say. The cat responds by walking off and jumping elegantly onto the windowsill, where there is a single remaining patch of sunlight. Maurice settles himself neatly into its outline and rests his head against crossed paws. I watch him doze.

I glance down at the assorted envelopes and flyers on my lap and begin to sort through them. Most of it is junk. One is addressed to the previous resident, a Mr Asmat Greer, who is the bane of my administrative life. I must spend several hours over the course of each year reposting these ‘final demand’ letters with ‘Not Known At This Address’ scrawled across the front. Sometimes I just throw them straight in the bin. But then – unexpected treasure. A thick envelope. Quality paper. The luxurious heft of bevelled card. I haven’t been asked to any event of note for many years, but nor have I ever forgotten the feel of a high-class invitation. In my twenties and thirties, they crowded my mantelpiece with promise.

I slide my finger under the flap, prising it open. I see immediately that the edges are black and when I remove the invitation from the creaminess of its envelope, it becomes shockingly clear. Not a party, then.


In loving memory of Lady Felicity Fitzmaurice 1971–2024

A funeral service will be held on 27 July 2024, 3 p.m. at The Chapel, Denby Hall

Following the service, please join the Fitzmaurice family at Denby Hall for a reception

In lieu of flowers, we would like to ask that any donations be made to Addiction Recovery in Felicity’s name



Ben’s sister. Dead. All RSVPs are directed to Lady Katherine, Fliss’s mother and only surviving parent. Lord Fitzmaurice – George, as I knew him – died some years ago, doddery and infirm, a pale shadow of the power he once represented to me.

Perhaps it’s the vodka, but I am taken aback to discover a moistness in my eyes. As much as I have come to despise the Fitzmaurice family and everything they stand for, Fliss never quite seemed to be one of them. She was Ben’s older sister by four years, and the two of them had a loving but complicated relationship. A younger brother, Magnus, had died of childhood meningitis aged four. This was just before Ben was sent to Burtonbury School, where I met him. Although the tragedy might, one imagines, have brought the surviving two siblings closer together, the family refused to speak of the dead child in my presence.

Fliss had never found her way. Ben got married to Serena, the requisite semi-aristocratic blonde who obligingly popped out four children in quick succession, one of whom is my godson. Fliss, by contrast, travelled the world doing odd jobs here and there: chalet girl, yoga instructor, jewellery designer – the usual evolution of a feckless rich girl who never actually needed to work for a living. Despite our differences, I’d liked Fliss a lot and she had liked me. There had been a time when, as teenagers, she was romantically interested, but I couldn’t pretend to reciprocate. She reminded me both too much of Ben and not enough.

As the years passed, I valued her refusal to conform to the Fitzmaurice standards. She would turn up at family events in patchwork palazzo pants and crocheted crop tops, sporting a deep tan and an armful of beaded bangles. At our graduation ceremony, Fliss had sparked up a joint in the Senate House gardens and ended the night flashing her breasts to the nightclub barman to get us a free round of tequila. She didn’t care what anyone thought of her, which is another thing that wealth and pedigree affords you: self-esteem insulated from outside opinion; an ability to act on whatever emotion you might be experiencing in any given moment. You can see it only too clearly in the behaviour of our Prime Minister, Edward Buller, who runs the country like a greedy toddler. He grabs money and influence like toys in a sandpit and smashes anyone who doesn’t let him have what he wants. No wonder he and Ben are such good friends. The rest of us – the hoi polloi, the plebeians, the great unwashed, the unthinking herd – are straitjacketed into convention. Our misbehaviour is unseemly and criminal. An aristocrat’s eccentricity would be my sectionable offence. When we break things, you and I, it’s riotous looting and not an act of necessary political disruption.

I digress.

Even with Fliss, for whom I once nurtured such hope, the cavalier Fitzmaurice genes showed through. Her lineage was too strong for her to resist. When Ben cut me off, she knew it was happening, did nothing to stop it and dropped me without a backward glance.

And now she’s dead, at the age of fifty-three. I let the card rest on my lap for a moment. It’s odd that I haven’t read about it in the papers. But then, the Fitzmaurices were always adept at keeping inconvenient details out of the press.

I pick the invitation back up, the dampness from the ice-cold glass transferring itself as a fingerprint on one corner. Charitable donations to Addiction Recovery. Interesting.

Clearly, we are intended to draw the logical conclusion that Fliss’s death was the result of dependency issues. But why would they choose to signal that so clearly? Especially given Ben’s senior position in government, thanks to Edward Buller vastly over-promoting his old pal. Is there a reason they want to explain Fliss’s death to us in this way? And – most pressingly of all – why, after such a long period of exile, have they invited me?




II.

Serena

SERENA IS CHEWING. Gazing into space and chewing. Once, twice, three times. Chew. Chew. Chew. The doctor has told her she needs to reach at least fifteen chews before she is permitted to swallow.

‘Or at least until the food is completely fluid,’ Dr Hans said in their first appointment, his Germanic accent lending the words a stentorian tone. He reminded Serena of her father: handsome, with excellent teeth and a broad, lived-in face that wouldn’t have worked on a woman but which served to elevate Dr Hans’s authority.

‘In normal life’ – he pronounced life as ‘lahf’ – ‘we rush our food in a race to finish our meals. Why? Why do we not seek out the pleasure in each mouthful, each morsel? We think we are so important, yes? That the world will stop if we take a moment too long to get to that meeting or the child pick-up or the coffee with a girlfriend, yes?’

He frequently ended sentences with a question Serena assumed was rhetorical, but she nodded just in case. Dr Hans was seated behind a mid-century desk, rising vast as a mountain from the elegant lines of walnut. There was a leather-bound notebook in front of him which he never opened, preferring instead to use it as a prop. He wore a gold ring with a bulbous green stone on one pinky finger. All of it gave the impression of masterful confidence.

He held forth on the benefits of intermittent fasting for several minutes, nodding his head as if in agreement with himself. Serena, uncomfortable in a hard chair opposite him, tried to be likeable. She wanted desperately to please him, to be his favourite patient. This was the way she had been taught to be around men: pliable and pleasant and pretty so they would be captivated by her and she could charm them into submission. It was a game in which one never revealed one’s true motivations; a transmutation of female powerlessness into feminine influence.

‘And so we need to retrain the body, hmm?’ Dr Hans continued. ‘We need to remind our digestive enzymes what they are there to do. We chew. That, after all, is what our teeth are for.’ He broke off to give a wolfish smile. ‘And we fast to give our digestive system time to rest. This is what we do here at the Wurttensee Clinic. You understand?’

Dr Hans waited for her to say something – anything – but the words would not form. Her thoughts these days were foggy and distant. She would have a sentence in mind but when she tried to voice it into existence, the phrase would be swept beyond her reach.

Instead she smiled. It was one of her best smiles, reserved for occasions such as these when she needed to disarm. She had deployed it to get out of everything from school detentions to speeding tickets. Until recently, she had known without doubt she was beautiful – known it as incontrovertible fact, the way she knew that 1066 was the date of the Battle of Hastings – and she knew, too, that this particular smile was a bewitching one. Her face tended towards coldness, and the smile warmed it up.

Dr Hans frowned but otherwise there was no flicker to suggest he was responding to her in the way she was used to. Perhaps, Serena thought automatically, he was gay. But he didn’t seem gay. Not like Martin, who used to hang around her husband with such insistence that they had christened him ‘Little Shadow’. But then if Dr Hans wasn’t gay, it meant he wasn’t attracted to Serena and a sliver of panic opened itself up in her solar plexus. Her attractiveness to men was all she had.

‘Good,’ the doctor said, unperturbed by her inability to speak. ‘Very good. In that case, I will draw up a schedule for you and a diet of three hundred and fifty calories a day. Bouillon in the evenings. You can drink as much tea as you like but, please, no coffee, and please, no sneaking into town to eat a schnitzel or there is no point, yes? I will see you in two days for a full examination. Very good.’

Dr Hans pushed himself out of his seat, revealing considerable bulk beneath his tailored suit and pale blue shirt. He didn’t appear to do much fasting himself. He proffered his hand and Serena shook it, disappointed that he didn’t hold her gaze for longer than necessary; didn’t in any way try to flirt with her. Her Scottish mother would say she was losing her bloom. Had said so, in fact. To Serena’s bloom-absent face.

In the past, Serena had been able to ignore most of her mother’s barbs. Her mother had been a debutante, one of the most feted of her generation, and had never come to terms with the rest of her life failing to live up to this youthful potential. Her resentment was taken out on her daughter, whose extraordinary good looks seemed designed by twisted deities as a personal reproach.

None of it had mattered because Serena’s father had been so obsessed with her. Their closeness was often remarked upon and cloyingly exclusive. She can still recall dinner parties when she would sit on Daddy’s lap as the butlers laid down soup in silver tureens and women with brittle hair and shiny lips would laugh at men’s jokes by candlelight. Serena, in her nightdress, aged seven, would sit on the reassuring heft of her father’s thigh and be patted and praised by him in the gaps between adult conversation.

‘You’re my beautiful favourite,’ he would whisper in her ear. ‘Don’t you forget it, Sissy.’

‘I won’t, Daddy.’

It wasn’t that there was anything sexual to it, of course not. She had friends – more than you’d expect – who had been forced by their paternal figures to perform certain unmentionable acts, but that had not been Serena’s experience. Her father had never left her in any doubt of her pre-eminence. He had taught Serena that her beauty made her fundamentally worthy of attention.

He had died when she was in her early twenties. She’d married Ben shortly afterwards because his fervent declarations of love had felt so paternal. She hadn’t realised for a long time that fatherly and husbandly love were different.

Serena returns to chewing her buckwheat cracker. It is dry and dense against the tongue. Chew. Chew. Chew. She is up to fifteen now, and chews one more time for luck, good girl that she is, then swallows.

She is sitting at a table laid for one, crowded with pill bottles and powdered supplements that Dr Hans insisted she take before every meal. The food is served with decorous aplomb by two waiters in lederhosen, who make a graceful performance of removing lids and unfurling napkins, even though the portions are so small they barely warrant the effort. Today, there is carrot soup, the cracker and a tiny pot of sheep’s curd. Mindful eating is encouraged, which means no phones or books during mealtimes. It also means no chatting to fellow guests, which Serena finds a relief. No small talk. No need for an exhausting trek through the desert of her brain to try and catch those vanishing specks of sense on the horizon.

She hadn’t realised that menopause would be like this. Her mother had never spoken about it. Serena had had no idea that when she hit her early forties, hormones would rage through her like wildfire. That she would find herself staring at a blank television screen for hours. That she would forget words and objects and once, even her children’s names. That the gallop of horses’ hooves across her chest would be labelled by her GP merely as unspecified ‘anxiety’. That she would blaze like a furnace and break into sweats and that moisture would soak through her silk blouses then vanish, clammily, a few seconds later. That she would want to cry all the time. That this sadness would co-exist with an untrammelled fury at all that was expected of her. That her appetite could no longer be suppressed or rigorously controlled. That she would get fatter and mourn the silhouette she once kept while simultaneously being unable to change the body she now inhabited.

She could sense Ben’s distance. He had always been so turned on by the jut of her hip-bones, had enjoyed the girlish tightness of her, the tiny breasts and concave stomach. They still fucked, but she knew Ben was thinking of something or – even worse – someone else. She would spread her legs, the flesh on her thighs jiggling and dimpled, and she would look into his face and see his eyes were closed and that he was biting his lip in concentration, as if the only way he could orgasm was a concerted focus of thought away from her face. He was always preoccupied with work. Politics. The art of changing nothing while pretending to change it all.

He was becoming panicked about money, too, which she found distinctly unappealing. When they had got married, Ben promised Serena she would never have to concern herself with bank balances or bottom lines. He wanted to ‘take care of her’, to ‘treat her like a princess’ and so on. Stupidly, she had believed him. The aristocratic pedigree and country pile gave a convincing impression of wealth, but of course those ancient houses with their creaking pipes and draughty windows and hastily retrofitted central heating systems cost millions in upkeep. After her father-in-law died, leaving Ben as sole heir to his debts, Denby Hall had chewed through their marital savings like rats gnawing through electric cable. Her mother-in-law, Lady Katherine, still resided there in queenly splendour, but contributed nothing. A politician’s salary was never going to move the dial. Ben’s annual stipend as Member of Parliament for Tipworth was a fraction of what he used to make in bonuses in the city. It didn’t even cover the school fees.

Andrew Jarvis had been a great help, of course. Ben’s old school friend had left politics at just the right time and had subsequently risen through the ranks of various financial corporations. He now ran his own hedge fund, Dark Rock, just as Ben had once done. They’d essentially just swapped careers, which rankled. Serena couldn’t help but wish Ben still brought home a salary slip with multiple zeroes attached. It would make things so much easier. Money always did.

Last year, Jarvis had offered the Fitzmaurices a generous loan for an overdue refurbishment of the Tipworth Priory bedrooms. Serena would never have been able to push for the Espalier Square wallpaper she wanted for the master were it not for him. For this, alone, she owes Jarvis a great deal. Every morning on waking, she experiences a shiver of delight at the delicate emerald trellis effect that surrounds her – an effect that, according to the interiors expert they’d hired, ‘gives the all-encompassing atmosphere of fruit trees trained to form tunnels or pergolas in nineteenth-century gardens’.

She had texted Jarvis to say how grateful she was and he had replied immediately in rather a flirtatious tone that had both shocked and flattered her. They’d kept up their sporadic texting over the months that followed. It felt illicit, even though there was – Serena kept telling herself – absolutely nothing untoward about it. Jarvis was one of Ben’s closest friends! She was simply being polite! He was married to loyal old Bitsy! And yet, when she saw his name ping on her phone, it stirred a certain fluttering. She found she was disappointed if she didn’t hear from him on any given day and she didn’t like this version of herself – the one that was weak and dependent on the attentions of a man who was absolutely not in her league. Jarvis was bloated and red in both face and hair. His fingers were perpetually swollen. She didn’t fancy him at all. So why did she care about his fancying her?

Partly it was because it felt nice to be noticed – not just for her looks, but for her opinions, too. Jarvis actually took the time to ask her what she thought about things. At first, he asked for advice about superficial preoccupations – what tie he should wear, whether she preferred tortoiseshell or black-rimmed spectacle frames – and these enquiries would be accompanied by a selfie he’d taken in the clothes shop or the optician’s, his face serious, awaiting her verdict. She was always clear on matters of style.

‘The knitted tie,’ she’d text back, without hesitation and enjoying the feeling of being in charge of his choices. ‘Black frames. Better for your colouring.’

Then Jarvis had started sending her links to news articles he thought she might find interesting. Serena was surprised by how much this meant to her. Ben never spoke to her about current affairs but over the last year or so, opinions have taken root in the soil of her mind and started sprouting with alarming insistence.

Women, for instance. Growing up, she had considered feminism an embarrassing ailment one didn’t admit to in polite company. In her twenties, she had been grateful for reproductive rights and maternity leave inasmuch as these pertained to her own existence. She had taken it for granted that men were in charge and that women were lucky to be invited along. When #MeToo happened, Serena’s initial reaction had been defensiveness. She felt the younger generation didn’t know how good they had it. After all, she’d had a lifetime of public groping and bottom-pinching and sexual innuendo but she had never considered such antics harassment. They were simply the price of admission, the tax you had to pay for being female. Everyone knew that, didn’t they? But the #MeToo movement kept growing and the tweets kept coming and the Hollywood actresses kept ‘opening up’ in magazine interviews and the more women shared their stories, the more Serena realised that maybe the category error had been hers all along. Just because she didn’t believe she’d been sexually assaulted didn’t mean that she hadn’t been. Perhaps it was that she hadn’t been given the language to name it.

#MeToo had been a radicalising experience. She wasn’t marching in the streets in a knitted pink pussy hat or anything (perish the thought) but she was beginning to realise that women, as a whole, are underestimated and overlooked and exploited and abused and that nothing has really changed since she was in her teens. And it was making her very cross.

She had recently driven her almost twelve-year-old son, Hector, back to his boarding school after a weekend at home and he had told her with great confidence from the passenger seat that ‘women are more emotional than men. They’re not suited for leadership roles’.

Gripping the steering wheel more firmly, Serena asked as calmly as she could: ‘Where did you get that idea from?’

‘YouTube. This guy I watch.’

He spoke with no guardedness. As far as Hector was concerned, he was just stating the obvious.

‘Well that’s complete nonsense,’ Serena said. ‘Women make great leaders. And you can’t lump us all together anyway. We’re not all emotional messes, just as not all men are stoic and strong.’

She was quite proud of herself for putting it so well.

‘Women cry more easily, Mummy. They’re weaker. It’s why there are different categories in sport.’

She wasn’t sure what to say about that. It was true that men always played up to five sets at tennis while women only had to contend with three.

‘And,’ Hector carried on, ‘our prime minister is a man. There have only ever been male American presidents.’

‘We had Margaret Thatcher,’ Serena said, feebly.

‘She acted like a man.’

‘Look, Hector, it’s just not OK for you to go around saying this stuff. Women are men’s equals. We deserve the same rights and opportunities. I haven’t raised you to think women are less good than men.’ She paused, then added: ‘It’s anti-feminist.’

‘You’re not a feminist,’ Hector said.
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